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Abstract 
 
This thesis examines the experiences of Korean migrant women (KMW) in the 
Australian labour market.  A review of the extant literature leads to two propositions, 
both of which assert that KMW are likely to experience labour market disadvantage or 
barriers to entry.  These propositions take into account two significant theories of the 
labour market: segmentation theory and human capital theory. Segmentation theory 
argues that unchangeable gender and racial / cultural differences have the greatest 
impact upon labour market value, human capital theory describes the labour market 
value of individuals as based upon apparently objective and attainable skills (here 
English language skills). 
 
Using narrative analysis and, more specifically, antenarrative analysis, the study 
examines the life stories of 33 Australian KMW.  In so doing, it identifies hitherto 
unheard discourses concerning the experiences of KMW in relation to the Australian 
labour market — discourses that challenge established academic thinking regarding this 
issue.  
 
Identification and analysis of these new discourses generates a number of alternative 
understandings of the labour market experiences of KMW.  These alternative 
understandings both demonstrate the limitations of, and go beyond, the existing two 
propositions.  In particular, the research shows that the impacts of gender and culture 
(segmentation theory) vary over time for KMW, do not always prevent labour market 
 xiv
participation, and are experienced in terms of identity within a gendered Australian 
labour market.  The research also demonstrates that while many KMW are in fact 
sufficiently skilled in the English language (human capital theory) to enter the 
Australian labour market, they nevertheless experience a sense of inferiority about their 
English language capacity that discourages them from entering, and limits their 
opportunities to participate in, the labour market.  This in turn contributes to their 
social isolation.  
 
The thesis concludes that within the Australian academic literature, KMW have either 
been given little space and voice or have been misrepresented, reflecting and 
contributing to an ongoing ignorance of the experiences of Asian women in Australian 
workplaces.  The KMW examined in this study are subject to numerous forms of 
subordination in Australian workplaces and society that cannot be adequately explained 
in terms of their human capital or their gender and cultural differences.  The covert 
nature of the politics of difference within the work place makes exclusionary practices 
more difficult to identify and discuss.  The thesis argues that in order to overcome 
these problems new policies of multiculturalism and productive diversity need to be 
developed.  It asserts that narrative analytic techniques are an important means by 
which to inform such policy development. 
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